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the emotional feeling came within me that someone owed this debt to 
our beloved President to save her the ordeal of coming back,” Ruby 
said. ”I don’t know why that came through my mind.”^’ 

As for the possibility that Ruby and Oswald knew each other, the 
Commission categorically ruled it out. 

. . . ITJhcrc have been numerous specific allegations that Oswald was 
seen in the company of Ruby prior lo November 22, often at Ruby’s 
Carousel Club. All such allegations have been investigated, but the 
Commission has found none which merits credence. 

In all but a few instances where the Commission was able lo trace 
the claim lo its source, the person responsible for the report either 
denied making it or admitted that he had no basis for the original 
allegation. Frequently those responsible for the allegations have 
proved to be persons of erratic memory or dubious mental stability." 

The Commission also gave little credence to suggestions that Ruby 
might have had lies lo organized crime. A short section in the Warren 
Report was dedicated to the subject. In it, the Commission stated 
that any links Ruby may have had with the mob were undoubtedly 
limited to the professional gamblers who frequented his clubs. Law 
enforcement agencies, the Commission wrote, had thoroughly inves- 
tigated the matter and were satisfied that Ruby was in no way 
affiliated with La Cosa Nostra families then operating in the United 
Stales. 

As he finished reading the Warren Report, Howard Donahue was no 
more inclined to believe the Commission’s critics than before. The 
Commission’s exhaustive account of the events and people in Dallas 
seemed more than sufficient in his mind to resolve any doubts that 
may have existed. 

Still, fairness required that he examine both sides of the story. He 
knew that for his True article to be credible, he would have to deal 
with the arguments made by those who did not believe the govern- 
ment’s explanation of the killing. 

And so, buying a little more time from his editor, Donahue found 
every book he could on the assassination and started lo read. 
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FOR ALL OF donahue’s CONFIDENCE IN THE Warren Report, he and 
others like him were fast becoming a minority by the mid-1960s. A 
survey conducted by The Washington Post in October 1966 found 
that 60 percent of the American people rejected the “main argu- 
ments’’ of the Warren Commission’s findings and had “deep and 
abiding doubts about the official explanation’’ of the assassination.' 
This skepticism was driven by, and in turn, drivings a tremendous 
amount of written material about Kennedy’s death. By the lime 
Donahue began his research, dozens of articles and close lo twenty 
books had been written on the murder.^ Most were sharply critical of 
the Warren Report. 

In tone and content, the books ranged from the sensationalistic lo 
the scholarly, while their titles often reflected competing conspiracy 
theories that seemed to mushroom monthly in the dark, uncertain 
aftermath of the shooting: Oswald: Assassin or Fall Guy?. The 
Second Oswald, Inquest, Whitewash I— The Report on the Warren 
Report, Whitewash II— The FBI-Secret Service Cover-Up, Rush to 
Judgment, The Bastard Bullet, < ^ Irfrdla- 

Alleged conspirators ranged from disgruntled Cubans to the Rus- 
sians lo the Central Intelligence Agency, organized crime, right-wing 
fanatics, or any combination of the above. Writers sustained these 
theories with what they claimed were a host of unanswered questions, 
g bizarre coincidences and outright contradictions in the Warren Com- 
S mission’s findings. The red flags emerged after reporters and writers 

Ij began scrutinizing the Commission’s twenty-six volumes of Iran- 

•! scripts and evidence and after they started talking lo witnesses the 
' Commission chose not lo hear. 

f One of the areas of greatest doubt centered on what quickly and 

derisively became known as the Commission’s “magic bullet** the- 
ory: the claim that both Connally and Kennedy were wounded by the 
;■ same bullet, probably the first Oswald fired. According lo the critics, 

' 






24 



Mortal Error 







sv„?=s;; w rgf» 

to kill the President was purchased with 
repor^d Ost^^ 

practicing ?o Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano” 

with a gun perhaps identical to uswa. evidence 

3 In <>«<-*■ 'isJ'srXTSiTiz 

JSnd'in Ken^y-s n.ck mny 3a^„'3teta'rnS- 

-!nss;2:s "" "'"“■ 

vitlunlly "»"P'™"'t,|*'‘3 " “d iS possible r"nson, crilies 
E slSnW^bfboclo, b..e bad for bnn,ing bis nmopsy noi.s .wo 



Whv was the gun found at the depository 'n|l'“'‘y 
as a 7 65 millimeter German Mauser, when Oswald s gun was 
dearly stamped “Cal. 6 . 5 -Made Italy"? Were two guns 

Wry‘^did t^eSnS^ diLount the ‘“^Sed't^'^" 
;S Ru'byt Sa TJospSsf after the shooting?^ Did 

^ty^Se LS"on mention that the sb^ of 
the Dallas police ofticer. J. D. Tippit. occurred just two 



The Critics 



25 



blocks from Ruby’s apartment? Was Oswald on his way to 
see Ruby when the policeman stopped him?” 

• How was Ruby able to penetrate the basement of the Dallas 
police station to kill Oswald? It was a fact that Ruby knew a 
number of police officers. Did they let him in? Were police 
involved in a plot to kill Kennedy and silence Oswald?» 

• Along the same lines, hew did Ruby manage to arrive at the 
police station at the precise moment Oswald was passing 
through? Oswald’s transfer had originally been scheduled for 
10 00 A.M. that Sunday morning. Did someone tell Ruby the 
transfer wouldn’t take place until 1 1:20?” Or was his timely 
appearance just luck? 

One of the broad complaints about the Warren Report centered on 
the Commission’s methodology and apparent preconceived notions 
about the assassination. Harold Weisberg spoke for many when he 
wrote the following passage in his 1965 book Whitewash I The 
Report on the Warren Report: 

Did the Commission ever consider that anyone other than Lee Harvey 
Oswald could have been the assassin? Neither in the Report or any- 
where else is there even any indication that the Commission ever 
seriously considered such a possibility. Oswald himself denied having 
shot anybody. The Report concludes his denial was not credible 
because the Commission considered him a liar. 

Whether or not Oswald actually was a liar, the fact remains that the 
Commission ruled out the possibility of anyone else being the assassin 
of President Kennedy. This was the widely but not officially reported 
conclusion of the massive FBI report turned over to the Commission. 

It was the conclusion of the Dallas police. Perhaps it was even the fact. 

But in determining before it held its hearings that it would not diligently 
seek out all other possibilities, Ihe Commission conducted an inquiry 
with a built-in verdict. It converted its function from one which would 
“uncover all the facts” lo one that could have but a single purpose: To 
validate the conclusion that Oswald was the lone and unassisted 
assassin. This can scarcely be called the premise for an impartial and 
unbiased investigation.” 

Of the books critical of the Commission written in the first five 
years after the shooting, Donahue found Six Seconds in Dallas by 
Josiah Thompson among the most compelling. The book had just 
been published in the fall of 1967. Thompson’s effort was obviously 
thoroughly researched and included a wide variety of graphs, photo- 
graphs, and other visual aids. Much of Six Seconds focused on the 
author’s analysis of Abraham Zapruder’s home movie of the assassi- 
nation. , , ‘ I • . 

This analysis, Thompson concluded, revealed two essential points 
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that proved ihc shooting was the work of more than one gunman: 
First, a frame-by-frame study of the film showed that Connally was 
indeed not hit until between Vi and P /2 seconds after Kennedy was. 
Given that the minimum firing time between Carcano shots was 2.3 
seconds, the governor’s wound — according to Thompson — came too 
late to be from the same bullet and too soon to have been a second 
bullet from the same rifle.” 

Second, the film showed Kennedy's head move slightly forward 
and then violently backward as the final shot struck. According to 
Thompson, this motion proved that the President was hit in the head 
simultaneously with two shots: one from the front and one from the 
rear.” *Mf, as the Commission had said, the (last] shot came from the 
rear, then the force of the blow could be expected to jolt Kennedy 
forward, not backward as clearly appeared on the film.” Thompson 
wrote.” 

Thompson’s final thesis was that 



three assassins fired four shots from three different locations. The first 
and third shots were from the depository — most likely from the sixth- 
floor. southeast-corner window later identified by the Warren Commis- 
sion as the sniper's nest, fhe second shot, wounding the governor, 
was fired from the cast side of Dcalcy Plaza— most likely from a 
building rooftop. I'hc fourth and final shot was fired from a point near 
the corner of the stockade fence |on the grassy knoll| north of FIm 
Street. 

As he read Thompson’s book and others and studied the skeptics* 
arguments and assertions, Donahue’s loyalty to the Warren Commis- 
sion diminished somewhat. The critics were right: There were too 
many omissions and seemingly arbitrary conclusions in the Warren 
Report, and too many questions left begging. 

But at the same time, Donahue was struck by the fact that although 
these authors were writing with ostensible authority about a gunshot 
murder, few. if any, apparently had any experience with firearms or 
ballistics. Mark Lane, author of Rush to Judgment, was an attorney 
and former New York State assemblyman.” Harold Weisburg, the 
dean of the critics and author of the Whitewash series, was a 
government intelligence analyst-turned-goose farmer.” Sylvan Fox, 
who wrote The Unanswered Questions About President Kennedy's 
Assassination, was a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter.” And for all 
his analytical skills, Thompson, author of Six Seconds in Dallas, was 
a philosophy professor.*^ 

To Donahue, this lack of firearms training was all too apparent. In 
none of the books could he find a thoughtful, rigorous analysis of the 
ballistic evidence. Most of the authors, he believed, instead relied on 
ballistic generalizations and often outright fallacies to support their 



arguments. Others played down or ignored evidence that didn’t 
support their particular bent on the killing. 

This tendency to misunderstand the evidence or see it as a kind of 
rolling Rorschach test open to any number of interpretations, in 
Donahue’s view, fostered many widespread misconceptions that 
seemed only to strengthen with the passage of time. 

One example were the terms “master rifleman,”^' and “superb 
marksman”^^ mentioned by incredulous writers in connection with 
Lee Harvey Oswald’s perf^ormance in Dallas. Donahue knew Os- 
wald’s shooting was mediocre at best: The distance Oswald fired 
from was not that great and out of the three shots he supposedly got 
off. one missed the presidential limousine entirely. 



Another fallacy, widely accepted as fact once it was reported, was 
that the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle required a minimum of 2.3 seconds ^ 
! for boll action between shots. Thomas Buchanan wrote the following 
in his 1965 book Who Killed Kennedy? “It is doubtful if a single man 
"H^*:^xists who could have fired this weapon with the skill required [in the ^ ^ 






5 ;^ time required.] But if the feat is possible, it is, in the opinion of the 

J’s 







a superlative performance which requires one of the world’s / \ 

^>besl marksmen...”” 

^ ^ Donahue wouldn’t have minded being known as “one of the h * 

JS^orld’s best marksmen,” but he realized Buchanan’s phrase and i. 

e- 1967 CBS 

^reenactment, Donahue had been able to fire his last two shots in ^ 



3 about two and a half seconds each. And the time it took him to fire 
^ all three was well under 5.6 seconds — the lime between the first and , 
third shot as calculated by the Warren Commission. 

Yet another misconception that later on enjoyed wide currency I ^ 

the belief that the 6.5 millimeter cartridge was a low-to-me?fujm- " J 
powered military bullet incapable of penetrating both Kennedy and Vp - 
Connally.” In fact, Donahue knew the cartridge was extremely 
powerful. The Carcano had been produced as Italy’s primary infantry 0> ‘ ^ 

weapon in the first half of the twentieth century, and its heavy bullet 
had been designed for deep penetration in house-to-house fighting or ^ 
firing from a long distance. The round’s muzzle velocity was 2,234 , 

cal iber 

> ^ In the 1950s, AIncan big-game hunter Koromojo Bell had*demon-^\^ 
^-S^tralcd the weapon’s lethal punch by using a Carcano-type rifle and ^ . 
i cartridge to kill scores of elephants with single head shots. Donahue’s 
confidence in the penetrating power of the Carcano was confirmed in jji 
later years by photographs of a 6.5 millimeter round oassing through A 
forty-seven inches of pine board.” Jid ' A vtw VO 

Even Thompson, whom Donahue considered to be the most con-v 
scienMous and scholarly of the critics, made highly suspect forensic 
and ballistic conclusions central to his thesis that Kennedy was hit 
by multiple gunmen. According to Thompson, the slight forward, 



5 ^ feel per second; more than twice the speed of a common .22 calih 
^ ^ bullet. ^ 

^ In the 1950s, African big-game hunter Koromojo Bell had*demc 
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